Postbiblical rabbinic texts indicate the difficulty the ancient readers had with prophecies found in the book of Ezekiel. According to their testimonies, parts of the prophet's words were exempted from reading or discussing. One example was the terrifying description of God in chapter 1 carried by chariot out of his dwelling in the temple. No one was permitted to learn this passage in isolation, lest the reader should be harmed.1 Another text was the embarrassing metaphoric description in chapters 16 and 23 of Israel the prostitute. This description was not supposed to be read in public at all.2
verse. Within the Christian polemic against Judaism the text was used as evidence the Jewish rituals were worthless and misleading, as well as a result of the people's errors and iniquities.4 This argument might have been an incentive for Jewish readers to introduce the verse in discussion. Thus, they interpreted the text as referring to false applications of God's good decrees or to laws unrewarded in certain circumstances,5 rejecting the appalling message implied in the verse, that God himself initiated evil decrees for his people.
Compared to the ancients, one could say, modern scholars read the verse back into its context,6 indicating the commandment of child slaughter implied in the next verse (v. 26) as the prophet's example of a not good law.7 Nevertheless, it is not rare to find amongst scholars a reading that recalls the rabbis' approach, derived from the difficulty of accepting the idea that God intentionally leads the people in a wrong direction.8 Heider for example reads the phrase as the prophet's rhetorical argument, saying that God has now adopted the people's false customs in order to punish them. The people, for their part, wrongly considered the pagan custom of child slaughter as part of the temple rituals (see : Ezek 16:21; 23:39. Cf. 2Kings 16:3; 21:6) .9 Similarly, Krüger suggests that the false custom was indeed given by God but with the intention that the people »will come to their senses and see that what they are doing is not good and does not really please Yahweh«.10 Another example for this tendency can be found in Bewer's reading, claiming that the statement in Ezek 20:25 is an utterance by the people and not God. He suggests that the statement was originally placed after v. 27 where it aimed to demonstrate the blasphemous words uttered by the ancestors against God.11 Likewise, Torrey's reading of the statement explains it as the prophet's rhetorical question with a negative answer, conveying the view that it is not possible that God would give the people not good laws.12
These interpretations go back to the tendency of the sages to suppress the possibility that God created laws in order to cause harm. Indeed, this disturbing portrayal of God is not easy to comprehend; moreover there are no signs of it in the accounts of law-giving elsewhere in the Bible. Nevertheless, suggestions to read it as the people's false accusation against God or as an expression of the people's wrong interpretations of the laws miss the plain meaning of the verse within its broader context.
The verse is found in a historical review describing the people's continual sins and hence the ongoing plan of God to destroy them. This scheme stands in a broader theological framework, presenting God's concerns for his reputation in the world, while promoting the concept of divine direct retribution. Within this setting, the statement about God's not good laws plays a logical and necessary role.
9 George C. Heider, The Cult of Molek. A Reassessment, Journal for the study of the Old Testament Supplement series 43 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985) , 370-372. This idea goes back to medieval Jewish commentaries that clarify the »not good statutes« as the people's distorted obedience to the commandment »consecrate to me all the firstborn« (Exod 13:2), while ignoring the instruction of their redemption 
Predetermined exile
Ezekiel 20 presents the story of the nation of Israel, from the days in the land of Egypt (vv. 5-10) until the days in the exile, presenting a futuristic second exodus (vv. 34-38.41-42) . Being the last stage in history, the exile must be the circumstances in which the historical review and the futuristic vision are proclaimed. Thus, the stated date of the prophecy, »the seventh year« (v. 1), should be understood as a reference to the capturing of Jehoiachin and his entourage by the king of Babylon, Spoken to the exiles, the prophecy might refer to inquiries regarding the current distress, as can be implied in the description of the elders coming to consult the Lord ‫את-יהוה»(‬ ‫,«לדרש‬ Ezek 20:1). These inquiries might wish to understand and justify the situation while challenging premises about the role of God in it, his fidelity and commitment to the people. Ezekiel addresses these inquiries in his own special way. He explains that the distress of the exiles is due to the »abominations of their ancestors« (v. 4), demonstrated within a detailed outline of past sins. The exile, according to this outline, was imposed in response to the ancestors' crimes in the past: »… I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations and disperse them through the countries« (v. 23).
In the Pentateuch there is no record of this idea, of a former decision or verdict of the future exile.14 Nor can we assume that this notion was a common conception among the prophet's audience.15 This seems to be the prophet's innovation; part of his special portrayal of God's ways and actions with the people. Why does the prophet recount the people's past in such a way? The historical review points out the ceaseless rebellion of the people against God. It presents the idea that from the time of the fathers in the land of Egypt up to the second generation in the desert there was no change in the people's errant behavior. Their sins -idolatry (v. 8), rejecting God's laws, violating the Sabbaths (vv. 13.21) -led God to wish to »pour out his wrath upon them«, whether »in the midst of the land of Egypt« (v. 8), or during the wandering in the wilderness (vv. 13.21).
The actual meaning of God's wish to pour out his wrath upon the people is stated in the utterance in v. 13, announcing that it aimed to make an end of them ‫לכלותם»(‬ ‫במדבר‬ ‫עליהם‬ ‫חמתי‬ ‫.)«לשפוך‬ Whereas this intention is explicitly stated only here, it is implied also in the two other utterances in verses 8 and 21 which contain the same verb ‫.«לכלות»‬ Seemingly, the object of the verb is God's anger, meaning that his fury is the thing to be eliminated ‫בם»(‬ ‫אפי‬ ‫«לכלות‬ v. 21).16 But as claimed elsewhere in Ezekiel the fury of God could be »satisfied« by hurting the people severely (16:42; 21:22; 24:13; Cf. Lev 26:25-26; Jer 21:6-7; 15:2), as demonstrated in envisaging the »sword, famine and pestilence« plagues (Ezek 5:12-13; 6:11-12) striking each third of the people, namely the nation as a whole.
The prophet sets this dynamic as the background of the exile. He explains that the exile is a replacement of the initial fatal plan for the people: »But I withheld my hand … moreover I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations and disperse them through the countries« (vv. 21-23). Ironically, it turns out the current deportation is a mitigation of a worse irreversible destiny of death. What then held God from executing his plans and replacing it with the future exile?
According to the equivalent accounts in the Pentateuch it was Moses who convinced God to lay aside his deadly determination regarding the nation . The absence of Moses from Ezekiel's review, as well as from the rest of Ezekiel's prophecies, is considered by scholars to be an outcome of the prophet's attempt to portray himself as »second Moses«.17 Thus, like Moses, Ezekiel belongs to a priestly family (Ezek 1:3), like him he announces a forthcoming Exodus (20:33-34), and receives new instructions for the people (chs. 40-48) while standing on a high mountain (40:2). Nonetheless, the historical review in chapter 20 seems to be oriented less to the prophet's image and more to the portrayal of God and his actions with the people. It shows that God alone canceled the initial plan to destroy the people. His consideration was not the people's destiny but the reputation of his name. This is the core of his motivation and concern: »But I withheld my hand, and acted for the sake of my name, so that it should not be profaned in the sight of the nations, in whose sight I had brought them out« (Ezek 20:22. Cf. vv. 9.14). Based on this motivation, God worked solely to preserve his own concerns. In this framework little place is left for the leader.
God's aim, thus, is to protect the purity of his name. Whereas his Sabbaths were already profaned (v. 21. Cf. v. 13), a profanation of his name is unacceptable (v. 22. Cf. vv. 9.14) . This could happen, according to the text, through damage to God's image as capable and reliable if he violated the oaths he had formerly made »in the sight of the nations« (vv. 5.9.14.22). To avoid this God had to abide by promises set by him in the past, even oaths he made for the sake of his people, namely to be their God (v. 5) and to settle them in their land after the wandering in the desert (v. 6). These oaths form the groundwork for God's moves with the people in history. Thus, although the people deserved to die they had to stay alive, at the very least, to enable God to realize his oaths and in that way to preserve his dignity.
Bound to his former oaths, then, God restrained his deadly fury and kept the people alive. Nevertheless, as in cases of the Persian kings who needed to establish a new law without cancelling an earlier one (Esth 8:8; Dan 6:9.12),18 God found a way to punish the people for their rebellion, without violating his oaths. This was the moment, according to Ezekiel, that God decided to drive the people into an exile in a future time. As we read: »Moreover I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations and disperse them through the countries« (Ezek 20:23) .
This was then the explanation given to the people's inquiry -the exile was a reduced sentence that replaced the threat of total destruction. But since this punishment could take place only after fulfilling the promise of settling in the land it was postponed to the people's children (vv. 30.34) . This scheme resolved the issue of the divine name, but at the same time it created another difficulty, related to the prophet's view regarding the question of divine retribution.
The divine retribution
Like the prophet Jeremiah, who also prophesies at the end of the Judean kingdom, Ezekiel promotes the ideology of direct and individual divine retribution, a view which replaces the paradigm that God works in a vertical pattern in response to the people's deeds.19
While this view is common to both prophets, their starting point is very different. Jeremiah speaks of an innovation, a new system that will occur in the time of the nation's reconstruction (Jer 31:27-30). According to this, Jeremiah implies that in the meantime God tends to postpone his reactions to the sinners' descendants.20
Ezekiel, in contrast, claims that the concept of God's retribution as vertical is the people's misconception (18:2-3), while in actuality God has always rewarded his subjects according to their own deeds (3:17-21; 14:12-23; 18:2-24; 33:7-20) . This principle is reflected in the historical review in our chapter, as it mentions that after God had punished the first generation for violating the rules (20:11-16),21 he encouraged their sons to turn away from the fathers' behaviour and save themselves from punishment (vv. 18-20) .
Hence, unlike Jeremiah, no expectations of a change in this matter are reflected in Ezekiel's visions of the future. The system of judging and punishing the people is supposedly a continuation of the method that has been used since former times, as stated: »and I will bring you into the wilderness of the peoples, and there I will enter into judgment with you face to face, as I entered into judgment with your ancestors in the wilderness of the land of Egypt …« (vv. 35-36) .22 The vision indicates that the people will return to the land in the future Ironically it opposes the Deuteronomic demand that the juridical system should measure people »only for their own crimes« (24:16). Whether Jeremiah was familiar with this demand or not, his proclamation portrays a utopian change in God's tendencies. See more: Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 339-341. 21 When they first sinned in Egypt however the people were not punished (v. 8). The fact that the official laws were yet to be given to them (v. 11) could be the reason for that. 22 Although the prophet already allegedly answers the people's inquiry in v. 31 ‫לכם»(‬ ‫אדרש‬ ‫ואני‬ ‫לכם‬ ‫אדרש‬ ‫אם‬ … ‫אני‬ ‫חי‬ ‫ישראל‬ ‫«,בית‬ v. 31. Cf. v. 3), the rest of the text in vv. 32-44 should be considered as a continuation of his speech. This part shares the harshly critical tone and the same concern for the divine reputation, as well as the assumption that the events are enforced by only after enduring an individual judgment »face to face« with God (v. 35), so that God would pick out »the rebels among them, and those who transgress against him« (v. 38).
In light of this agenda, the information about the predetermined exile set in the desert (Ezek 20:23) conveys, at first sight, an opposite message. Instead of being directed to the sinners in the desert, it skips to their seemingly innocent offspring and afflicts them (v. 34). Indeed, as we have said, this theodicean narrative could help in explaining and justifying the exiles' distress, but it might lead to a new blatant discrepancy confronting faith in the individual divine retribution. How does the prophet resolve this dissonance?
Preserving the sins
The future exile, aimed at replacing the punishment of annihilation, is mentioned alongside the phrase about giving not good laws to the people: »Moreover I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations and disperse them through the countries … Moreover, I gave them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not live« (v. 25) . What is the connection between the future exile and the evil laws? The possible answer is that the laws were aimed to enable God to execute the exile in the future.23 God implanted wrong customs and manners that would continue in following generations, until the time of the exile arrived. By doing that he ensured that the people who would suffer from exile in the future would deserve it as much as their parents did.
Specified in the next verse, the exemplar for divine »not good laws« mentions the »offering of the firstborn« (v. 26). Such a law, of child sacrifice, is indeed found in Exod 22:28, without being attached to any clarification demanding the child's redemption (cf. Exod 13:13.15; 34:20; . The prophet seems to be familiar with this commandment; nevertheless it is difficult to tell whether he believed that this was a real divine demand,24 or whether he interpreted it in the context of the redemption statements. Certain is that he exploited the controversial knowledge for his rhetorical needs in the interactions with his audience.
Thus, according to Ezekiel, the commandment was given to the people in the desert but kept and passed on to later generations, until the present. This is the accusation leveled against the crowd: »Will you defile yourselves after the manner of your ancestors and go astray after their detestable things? When you offer your gifts and make your children pass through the fire« (vv. 30-31). Thus, by offering gifts and sacrificing their children, the current generation is to be blamed no less than the parents.
Nevertheless, as said before, the prophecy indicates that these sins were committed with God's awareness and intention: »I defiled them through their very gifts, in their offering up all their firstborn …« (v. 26) . This is an extreme expression of the notion that God is powerfully dominant in the world. Not only is history a reflection of his reaction to his subjects' deeds, but he can direct their choices so that he can carry out his plans for them. To achieve this he might even mislead the people and cause their errors.
A similar illustration of this concept can be found in the case of the righteous person before whom God sets a »stumbling block« (Ezek 3:20) , and in the description of the prophet seduced by God to speak lies (14:9). Nonetheless, according to Ezekiel, one cannot blame God for these errors. Sinners are all blamed for their choices: the »righteous« has converted to sin (3:20), and the lying prophet has failed to »speak a word« (14:9).25 Such was the case of the second generation in the desert. They had chosen to abandon the revivifying laws which were given to them before the legislation of the new set of evil laws (20:21). While the exile in the future could not harm them, the evil laws punished them directly, but these laws were also used as God's tool to make sure the exile would take effect in the future. This is the prophet's particular way of explaining the roots of the agony of his generation. 9:16; 14:4.18) , and the misleading of sinful Israel (Isa 6:10; 63:17).
Conclusion
A few significant principles regarding God's action in history are encountered in Ezekiel 20, explaining the roots of the exile to Babylon. The first is the prominent pattern of God's intentions in the past to punish his people by a total destruction due to their consistent rebellion against him. Together with that we hear how cautiously God had to work in order to protect his reputation among the nations. This could be done by maintaining and executing former promises he made to his people.
The situation of the exile, experienced by the prophet's audience, appears to be God's solution to form a bridge between these two issues. While it enables him to severely punish the people, it helps to keep the people alive in order to execute the former promises given to them. According to this narrative, therefore, the exile was established a long time before it took place in order to avoid a fatal punishment that could profane God's name.
But this explanation contradicts another principle promoted by the prophetthe paradigm of direct divine retribution, punishing and rewarding subjects according to their own deeds. The missing link in this portrayal is the »not good statutes« given by God. These statutes, given to the people in the desert, ensured their behavior continued into later generations, who in that way would deserve the penalty of the future exile. This is the theological innovation of Ezekiel: direct retribution within a predetermined design -the exiles pay for their own sins while realizing a plan that was formed long before their time.
Through such principles Ezekiel protects the image of God as the ultimate architect of history. No one could then say that God was weak, or indifferent, or non-existent. This is a radical expression of theodicy, namely, justifying God's actions in the world and in history.
But the necessity to justify God comes sometimes with the consequence of conveying other disturbing messages. Ezekiel's historical review in chapter 20 can be difficult to digest, as it probably was for the ancient Jewish readers. As we saw, while no explicit rejection of the text has been stated, the rabbis' relative silence about it may indicate their frustration with the text. One can also claim that the definition of Ezekiel as a book »whose words contradicted the Torah« (Bavli, Ṡabb 13b), is due, inter alia, to the innovative historical narrative that the prophet recounts in the chapter.26 Nonetheless, even with this tendency to reshape common notions and create distorted traditions, Ezekiel's prophecies survived.27 The ancients managed to recognize the value of the prophecy despite its disturbing features, and thanks to that we gain another glimpse of the human ability to sustain beliefs in a changing world.
Zusammenfassung: Leser und Kommentatoren haben sich über Generationen mit der beunruhigenden Aussage des Ez-Buches beschäftigt, nach der der Gott Israels »Satzungen gab, die nicht gut waren und Ordnungen, durch die sie nicht leben konnten« (Ez 20, 25 Abstract: Readers and commentators throughout the generations engaged with the disturbing statement in the book of Ezekiel, claiming that God gave Israel »statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not live« (20:25) . Since this statement might have undervalued, as argued in early Christian commentaries, the worth of Jewish rituals, Ezekiel's words were obscured or narrowed down in later Jewish interpretations. Modern commentators brought the verse back into consideration, indicating the intentions of God to hurt the people as understood from the verse within its context. Nevertheless some of the commentators kept reducing the radical implications of the statement by minimizing it into one specific law or assigning it to a speaker other than God. This article suggests a way to read the statement literarily in view of the historical retrospective in which it is embedded. This historical retrospective involves two contradictory approaches regarding the divine retribution paradigm, making God's imposition of evil laws upon his people not only plausible but necessary.
Résumé: Des générations de lecteurs et de commentateurs se sont confrontés à la troublante affirmation du livre d'Ezéchiel selon laquelle Dieu a donné à Israël »des préceptes qui n'étaient pas bons et des règles qui n'apportaient pas la vie« (20, 25) . En réaction aux anciens commentaires chrétiens de ce passage qui déprécient les rituels juifs, les paroles d'Ezéchiel ont été dissimulées ou limitées par les interprétations juives. Les commentateurs modernes ont réhabilité ce verset en situant les intentions de Dieu de nuire à son peuple dans le cadre de son contexte littéraire. Néanmoins quelques commentateurs persistent à réduire les implications radicales de cette affirmation en la limitant à une loi spécifique ou en l'attribuant à un locuteur autre que Dieu. Cet article propose de lire cette affirmation dans le contexte de la rétrospective historique dans laquelle elle est insérée. Ce sommaire historique en Ez 20 contient deux approches contradictoires du paradigme de la rétribution divine rendant l'imposition par Dieu de loi mauvaises à peuple non seulement plausible mais indispensable.
